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Abstract 
Lessons of a foreign language are primarily designed to establish and develop communicative competences in the 
target language, but they are also a good opportunity to teach social, personal, interpersonal and intercultural skills. 
The problem of intercultural competences is discussed from the point of view of cultural differences, possible 
communication barriers, global education and the problematics of foreign language tuition, where model situations 
for trade and tourism could be practised and the knowledge about possible barriers could be presented. 
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1. Introduction 
      Knowledge of a foreign language is a presumption, basis and means of communication with a member of other 
language groups. It is now a necessary part of general education. 
Language education helps a person to find a place in the present-day sophisticated world, to form his or her own 
opinion, to travel, to become acquainted with other cultures and to broaden his or her point of view. It strengthens 
the development of democracy and political culture, as well as supports a person’s self-reliance and independence. 
     Learning a foreign language enables people to learn about other cultures and contributes to the discovery of their 
own identity and the developing of their own culture. This leads to tolerance, understanding, sympathy and 
sensitivity, and brings a higher quality of life. 
2. Development of foreign languages 
The following graph shows the number of world languages throughout the centuries. 
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Fig. 1: Languages in the world 
 
 
 
 
     As apparent from the above graph, many languages have disappeared and about one thousand of them are in 
danger of extinction at the present time. Parallel with the increase in the population of the world, the number of 
native languages has decreased fivefold. 
     Globalization trends are in a certain sense a contradiction to the motivation towards the teaching and learning of 
other languages. We have to defend each country against uniformity and centralization. Divergences manifested in 
our cultures are our primary cultural heritage. Each nation, even the smallest one, inherited its culture with all its 
elements – religion, philosophy, literature, music and visual arts. They constitute our cultural heritage, a part of our 
identity. And the modern world has to partake in this heritage by supporting national cultures. 
     Even if English serves as a Lingua Franca nowadays, primarily as the main negotiating language in business, 
science and politics, in spite of this we should keep a level of regard for all cultural and communication differences 
ensuing from other languages and adapt our negotiations accordingly. 
Europeans have a lot in common, but it is their differences, which attract the attention of sociologists and market 
researchers. And if we can find such divergence among nations which have existed in close proximity, these 
differences will be even more pronounced among remote countries.  
     Such divergences in what we consider to be correct and what we value could lead to disruptions in 
communication with members of other cultures. 
 
3. Culture and intercultural communication 
     The question arises what is culture? According to the Pedagogical dictionary (Prucha, Walterova, Mares) 
“Culture is a complex of material and nonmaterial pieces of work (knowledge, ideas, ethical norms, etc.) which the 
civilization has created throughout its development”. In the sociological and anthropological sense it means: “The 
ways of behaviour, shared norms, values, traditions, rituals and so on”.  
     Various models have been used to illustrate this concept. Gibson used the model of an iceberg, exhibiting the 
tangible expressions of culture and behaviour above the surface of water, and the underlying attitudes, beliefs, 
values and meanings below the surface. 
 
Fig. 2 Iceberg model of culture 
 
 
        Our appearance, behaviour 
         
 
 
        Our beliefs, attitudes, values 
 
And norms of communication are comprised in both parts and closely connected to the culture itself, to the system 
of opinions, approaches and values, which nevertheless may vary in different communities. Language is a means for 
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presenting, manifesting culture, for preserving it for future generations, as well as serving a guide for a related 
culture.  
Definitions of culture draw attention to a number of important characteristics (Spencer – Oatey, Franklin).  
• Culture is manifested through different types of regularities, some of which are more explicit than others 
• Culture is associated with social groups, but no two individuals within a group share exactly the same 
cultural characteristics 
• Culture affects people’s behaviour and interpretation of behaviour 
• Culture is acquired and/or constructed through interaction with others 
All of these aspects and together with their influence can be found in human interaction, in the course of 
communication. Typical communicative tasks (e.g. asking the way) require regularities, stereotypical phrases used 
in different situations. In some situations they are more explicit (e.g. a reply to “Thank you” is usually “Not at all” 
or “You are welcome”), whereas in others the reply is not so predictable. The selection of language means and their 
application is strongly associated with social groups, although even within such a group, certain differences can be 
identified. The way in which people communicate is also affected by their cultural background and so is the 
interpretation of the message. And communication is of course constructed through interaction with others. 
     The next question to arise is: what does intercultural mean? The term intercultural literally means “between 
cultures”. “An intercultural situation is one, in which the cultural distance between the participants is significant 
enough to have an effect on communication, an effect which is noticeable to at least one of the parties (Spencer – 
Oatey, Franklin). The year 2008 was appointed the year of intercultural dialogue. The attention of professionals, 
linguists and teachers, was called to such problems. The aim was to start a process, in which global issues and 
intercultural communication were brought to the centre of attention and would become an essential part of general 
education. 
 
4. Intercultural communication competence and barriers to intercultural communication 
     Jeremy Harmer defines “Communicative competence as a subconscious knowledge of language use and of 
language as discourse”. Thus it is not just language competence, but also the knowledge as to how a language is 
used appropriately and how language is organized as discourse. He distinguishes one more competence that 
according to him native speakers have – strategic competence. “This is the ability to access and process one’s 
language”. 
     Brunet - Thornton speak about Intercultural Communication Competency, which according to them, consists of 
the following key components: appropriateness, effectiveness, anxiety and uncertainty reduction, adaptation, face 
honouring and protection. 
     Spencer-Oatey and Franklin have come up a similar term Intercultural Interaction Competence and have 
subsequently introduced and widely applied the abbreviation ICIC for that. They use it “Partly as an umbrella term 
for reporting the work of different theorists on this issue, and partly to emphasise the focus on interaction, in other 
words, to refer to the competence not only to communicate (verbally and nonverbally) and behave effectively and 
appropriately with people from other cultural groups, but also to handle the psychological demands and dynamic 
outcomes that result from such interchanges”. 
     In my opinion, intercultural communicative competence can be defined as the ability to respond adequately, 
correctly and effectively in different situations, intercultural contexts and in various social roles in order to attain the 
desired communicative goals. 
     And what are the most frequently mentioned barriers to intercultural communication? Anthropology, psychology, 
sociology, as well as linguistics, business studies and communication science are all to some extent involved in 
intercultural communication and they all therefore study it from their individual perspectives. 
Among the most common possible barriers, the following are usually mentioned: 
Attitude – the way of thinking and acting, e.g. attitudes to time, attitudes towards the importance of written 
documents 
Perception – the way we perceive and assess the meaning is also culturally determined 
Stereotypes – a fixed idea or image people may have of a particular nation which is not true in reality:  “When we 
teach how British people apologize, we impose cultural stereotypes”.  
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Interpretation – understanding the same statement in a different way: the giving of gifts can either assist negotiations 
or it can be understood as corruption or bribery 
Culture shock – is precipitated by the anxiety that results from losing all your familiar signs and symbols through 
social intercourse 
 
5. Intercultural communication competence in a related survey 
     When teaching English to future economists, it is necessary to raise their awareness concerning cultural 
differences. There are many possible ways of doing this. One of them can be a cultural differences test, which I have 
partly obtained from the available literature (Luthans, Doh) and adapted it to suit my needs. 
The test contained 15 questions about the culture of different countries. In the following survey the results of 43 
respondents, students of the programme Economics and Management, are illustrated. 
The test was administrated in English, the understanding of which was not the goal of my research, therefore I 
provided the translation of some difficult words and offered to answer any questions about the meaning of 
vocabulary. However students were not permitted to discuss the answers; the responses were intended to reveal their 
individual thoughts on the subject.  
The total results were as follows: 
 
Fig. 3: Total results in the questionnaire 
 
 
 
     The graph shows the number of correct answers to the questions from 1 to 15, the maximum possible number 
being 43. The total results indicate that they occupy those levels contained in the lower half of the chart. This means 
that the majority of questions was correctly answered by less than half of the students. 
The best results were achieved in question number 2 (31 correct answers), the worst on the contrary in question 12 
(1 correct answer). Approximately half the success rate was achieved in question 3, 6 and 8. The results from 
questions 2, 12 and 6 will be discussed later. 
Question no. 2 – best result 
Wording: 
In Japan loudly slurping your soup is considered to be 
a) rude and obnoxious   b) a sign that you like it 
c) okay at home, not in public  d) something only foreigners do 
As we have already stated, the students achieved the best results in this question. 72.1 % were aware of the fact that 
slurping soup in Japan is an expression of your satisfaction with the food. They knew this in spite of never having 
visited Japan, this knowledge is so uniquely curious, that it is generally well-known. 
7 students, which is 16.6 % considered slurping soup impolite, as is the case in the Czech Republic. 
Question no. 12 – worst result 
Wording: 
If you order “bubble and squeak” in a London pub, you will get 
a) two goldfish fried in olive oil  b) a very cold beer in a chilled glass 
c) Alka Seltzer and a glass of water  d) chopped cabbage and mashed potatoes 
Only 1 student was able to guess, what this meal could be. And she admitted afterwards, that it was really a random 
guess not based on any relevant knowledge. 
Question no. 6 – average result 
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Wording: 
In France, when friends talk to each other 
a) they usually stand three feet apart  b) it is typical to shout 
c) stand closer than Americans do  d) it is always with a third party present 
22 students, i.e. 51.2 % stated, that the French really have a smaller intimacy zone than most Europeans. 5 students 
thought, that the French shout and 12 students agreed on the distance of three feet, even though we had mentioned 
the length of the foot and had converted it into the metric system. 
     So this is as an example of 3 questions from the “cultural test”, which not only trains and develops students’ 
vocabulary, but also creates awareness of cultural differences and possible communication barriers in an interesting 
and amusing way. 
6. Ways of teaching intercultural competence and the selection of global topics  
     If we want to develop intercultural competence in our students, intercultural training has to be an essential 
element of our language lessons. 
I suggest that this should include the following steps 
• Providing information concerning different cultures 
• Identifying cultural differences 
• Informing about possible communication barriers 
• Eliciting conventional taboos and controversial topics 
• Practising negotiations in different contexts and roles 
• Developing awareness of different communicative norms and rules 
• Training expectations – possible behaviour and attitudes of the counterparts 
• Getting feedback – watching recordings or the evaluation by spectators  
Another possibility is to include the so called global topics, with the intention of opening people’s eyes and minds to 
a better understanding of reality in a global sense in order to struggle for justice, fairness and equality among people 
and human rights for everybody. 
     The objectives of global education are defined as follows: to evoke a feeling of responsibility, for people and the 
world, to motivate an active approach to the solution of local problems, to provoke interest in problems, to support 
sustainable development, to understand the situation of people in the midst of a difficult life situation and to 
ascertain causes and results of global problems. 
 
7. Conclusion 
     Social, personal and intercultural competencies come to the foreground while talking to members of other 
cultures. Knowledge, tolerance and sensitivity towards the norms of communication of others play an important role 
not only in ultimately attaining success your business, but also in building relationships, in learning about the world. 
Radomir Chodera says that nothing develops human tolerance and sensitivity more than learning a foreign language.  
     We can also quote the words of Jan Amos Komensky who regarded a foreign language as a means of getting to 
know the world. By means of language we learn not only about foreign cultures, but also about differing life 
situations, living conditions, concerns and problems. 
Such an education will contribute to the development of a communicative, tolerant and emphatic citizen of a fully 
democratic society. 
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